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Models of South-East Asian organised crime drug operations in Queensland 
 
Models are “representations of reality”; they assist researchers in their efforts to understand complex 
phenomena (Albanese 2004; von Lampe 2003). It has long been thought that studying the structure of 
organised crime groups (OCGs) and producing models of their behaviour will assist us to understand 
how they work and, thereby, improve our ability to investigate, disrupt and prevent their operation. 
Halstead (1998) provides a distinction between “group-focused” models of the structure of OCG and 
“activity-focused” models. Group focused models examine the structural aspects of an OCG whereas 
activity focused models examine why OCGs choose to engage in particular criminal activities. This 
paper will only discuss group-focused models because it aims to analyse the organisational structure 
of OCGs, rather than the motivations behind their participation in specific organised crime activities. 
In 2002, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) conducted a comprehensive study 
on OCGs and produced a Report which examined forty OCGs across sixteen countries. The UN study 
developed an organised crime typology consisting of five models (UNODC 2002). However, these 
models have rarely been used in subsequent organised crime studies and then, only by UN 
publications.  
 
This study will examine South-East Asian drug trafficking in Queensland and determine whether its 
organisational structure falls under a particular UN organised crime model and in doing so, test the 
validity and practical application of the UN models. South East Asian drug trafficking groups have 
been chosen for two reasons. Firstly, it reflects a public stereotype of the heroin industry in Australia, 
namely, that the “heroin problem” is one commonly associated with members of the South East Asian 
community and in particular, Vietnamese offenders (Beyer et al. 2001). Secondly, a study focusing on 
a particular ethnic group allows us to test the existence of a key characteristic of OCG models, that is, 
the predominance of mono-ethnic groups. The study has been limited to Queensland to ensure 
consistency of the cases (the laws as to what constitutes trafficking vary significantly from state to 
state). 
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Queensland is a state in Australia, the third largest in population (over 4 million) and the second 
largest in size (1.8 million square kilometres). Its multicultural population includes a significant South 
East Asian community which grew progressively from the late 1970s. Although Queensland does not 
have the same level of mono-ethnic enclave communities as seen in other parts of the world, the 
South East Asian population is heavily represented in the south western suburbs of the capital city, 
Brisbane. Conversely, most of the illicit drug consumption is based around the red light district of 
Fortitude Valley near the city’s CBD. Queensland is unique amongst Australian states in having 
severe drug trafficking laws. The amount of drugs that qualifies as a trafficking quantity is very low 
(2.0g) and the cases are dealt with at first instance by the Supreme Court of Queensland, the superior 
court of the state. Queensland’s lower population (New South Wales has 7 million and Victoria 5.5 
million) and the harsher laws may be reasons why the drug trade is stronger in other states. However, 
no studies have been conducted to confirm or disprove this conclusion.   
 
This paper will introduce the UN models and compare them to other models that prevail in the 
literature. It will then examine the nature of OCG involvement in the drug industry and the models of 
groups that conduct these illicit activities. In presenting the results, the Queensland cases are 
categorised according to three stages in the drug trafficking business: importation, distribution and 
street dealing. Some of the cases were eliminated because they do not satisfy the definition of an 
OCG. The remaining cases were then compared with the UN models. Conclusions will be drawn as to 
the efficacy of the models in relation to the South East Asian drug trafficking trade in Queensland. 
 
Definition of OCG 
Like most criminological terms, there are various definitions of organised crime (von Lampe 2001; 
Courakis 2001; Gilinskiy 2006). Most definitions emphasise different aspects of organised crime such 
as involvement in illicit activities, the presence of a hierarchical structure or the pursuit of profit 
and/or power (von Lampe 2005). However, a definition suitable for a study on criminal organisation 
and structures will focus on numbers, size and composition of the OCG (von Lampe 2005).  
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This paper will adopt the UN definitions of organised crime and drug trafficking as it incorporates 
both the organisational structure and the main objectives of an OCG (Schloenhardt 2009). Article 2 of 
the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (2000) (“the Convention”) 
defines an OCG as: 
...a structured group of three or more persons existing for a period of time and acting in 
concert with the aim of committing one or more serious crimes or offences established in 
accordance with this Convention in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other 
material benefit. 
 
The definition is comprised of four elements: 
a) Three or more persons; 
b) Ongoing criminal activity; 
c) Committing serious criminal offences; and  
d) Obtaining financial or other material benefit. 
 
Models of organised crime 
United Nations organised crime models 
In 2002, the UNODC published a report entitled Results of a pilot survey of forty selected organized 
criminal groups in sixteen countries (“the Report”) which established five models of organised crime. 
These models include standard hierarchy, regional hierarchy, clustered hierarchy, core group and 
criminal network (UNODC 2002). The five models share some characteristics. Table 1 outlines their 
characteristics as provided by the UN Report.  
 
There is a paucity of literature reviewing the UN models or their practical application to organised 
crime activity, which only mentioned the models in passing (Antonopolous and Winterdyk 2006; 
Shaw 2006) or simply categorised people traffickers according to the UN organised crime models, but 
did not analyse the validity of the models (UNODC 2002).  
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Lyman and Potter (2007) suggest that the UN models represent the ideal types of criminal 
organisation, ranging from the more traditional, hierarchical models to the modern networks which 
characterise transnational crime. However, there is increasing recognition that modern OCGs are 
moving towards more flexible, adaptable structures (Bruinsma and Bernasco 2004).  
According to the Report, the standard hierarchy is the most common form of an OCG (UNODC 
2002). Regional hierarchies are similar to standard hierarchies in so far as they have a chain of 
command, internal discipline, strong social or ethnic identity and distinct roles within the group 
(UNODC 2002).  The primary difference between a regional and standard hierarchy is the 
decentralization of power; the process of allowing local organisations and group leaders to wield 
considerable independence and autonomy over a specific geographical region (Lyman and Potter 
2007; UNODC 2002). A regional hierarchy allows OCGs to expand their membership and participate 
in numerous organised crime activities across a wide geographic spread, making it particularly 
advantageous for transnational criminal activity, such as the outlaw motorcycle gangs which operate 
as franchises of North American brand names. A clustered hierarchy consists of smaller OCGs that 
operate under a central coordination body. Although clustered hierarchical OCGs maintain a degree of 
association, they are autonomous and independent in their activities and identity (UNODC 2002).  
 
Core groups are an unstructured group of organised criminals surrounded by a larger network of 
associate members. The “core” of the group is relatively small (20 individuals or less) which makes it 
easier to maintain internal discipline (UNODC 2002). Core groups are characterised by a “flat” 
organisational structure, meaning power is shared amongst all members, which, in theory, makes it 
difficult for law enforcement agencies to identify and track the groups (Lyman and Potter 2007; 
UNODC 2002). Finally, criminal networks are highly adaptable and fluid networks comprised of 
individuals with various skills and characteristics, who are recruited for the purposes of particular jobs 
(Lyman and Potter 2007; UNODC 2002). The emergence of criminal networks is a relatively new 
phenomenon in the study of organised crime (Edwards and Gill 2002). The “pooling of resources”, 
including individual skills, contacts and knowledge, is a significant advantage when undertaking 
trafficking activities within a criminal network (Morselli 2009). For example, in Hong Kong, OCGs 
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operate within a networked environment which facilitates the recruitment of “delinquent 
professionals” or individuals with specific expertise (Broadhurst in PJCACC 2007).  
 
 
Drug trafficking models  
Many researchers have attempted to categorise the “players” in the drug trafficking market. Early 
research into drug trafficking organisations focused on studies in street or low-level drug dealing or 
between the street dealer and drug user (Desroches 2005; Browne et al. 2003; Natarajan and Belanger 
1998; Tunnell 1993). During the 1990s, the literature focused on two main models of drug trafficking 
– highly structured and loosely structured organisations (Natarajan and Belanger 1998). More 
recently, Pearson and Hobbs’ (2001) carried out a study to clarify some of the ambiguity associated 
with the positions adopted by drug dealers in the “middle market”. The middle market is the sphere of 
activity between importation and street dealing that links the high end of drug distribution (importers 
and wholesalers) with the lower end (street dealers) (Pearson and Hobbs 2001). 
 
International studies describe drug trafficking as fluid, loosely organised, adaptable social networks 
(Williams 1998). Rather than being controlled by monopolistic, hierarchical organisations or ‘cartels’, 
Adler (1985) suggested that illicit drug markets were competitive and disorganised, and populated by 
individual entrepreneurs and small organisations with a high rate of turnover. Similarly, Zaitch (2002) 
found that Colombian cocaine firms were “informal, small, mutating and decentralised” and 
individuals either operated alone or in temporary partnerships. Drug syndicates use multiple, 
overlapping layers of transportation and distribution networks before drugs reach the end user 
(Caulkins et al. 2009; Chin and Zhang 2008; Decker and Chapman 2008; Abele 2004). Morselli 
(2009) distinguished between “action” and “complimentary” segments of a drug trafficking network. 
The action segment of a network was responsible for planning, coordinating and moving the drugs. 
The complimentary segment provided logistical, technical support, legitimate business fronts and 
communication facilitators. The complimentary segment was not directly involved in the planning or 
movement of the drugs, but was tasked with increasing security and minimising the risks involved in 
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the operation. Middle market brokerage networks are generally small and comprise of one person or 
more who have extensive connections in the drug trade, control finances and recruit runners to 
distribute and sell drugs (Pearson and Hobbs 2001). Therefore, middle managers who work alone or 
in partnership are not OCGs. There is a high level of flexibility in the middle market as roles between 
supplier and buyer are interchangeable and individuals may adopt dual roles. Thus, there is a 
consensus that individual roles in a drug distribution chain may change over time or that they will 
adopt multiple roles in a drug trafficking operation.    
 
Nonetheless, some authors have tried to bring a degree of organisation to the study of the drug market. 
Curtis (1996) developed a typology of the organisational structure of drug distributors and split them 
into four categories: freelance distributors, family businesses, communal businesses and corporate-
style distributors. Freelance distributors are egalitarian and lack a formal hierarchy with no division of 
labour, whereas corporate distributors are characterised by a strong division of labour and a formal 
hierarchy (Curtis and Wendel 2000). As the category suggests, family businesses are organisations 
based on family ties and communal businesses are organisations founded upon a “common” 
denominator such as ethnicity, race or nationality (Natarajan and Hough 2000; Curtis and Wendel 
2000). Natarajan and Belanger adopted Curtis’ typology and found a variation among drug trafficking 
syndicates ranging from loosely structured organisations (freelance group) to hierarchical, corporate-
style organisations (Natarajan and Belanger 1998).  
 
More recently, Ruggiero and Khan (2007) categorised South-Asian drug distributors into: a “family 
network” whose structure was not rigid or hierarchical; a “mono-ethnic network” comprised of 
individuals with the same ethnic background; “issue-specific networks” comprised of an “executive 
layer, middle management and a number of employees” that actively recruits members from diverse 
backgrounds; and, “value adding networks” which also recruits members from diverse backgrounds 
and establish alliances with any networks that can potentially benefit their own enterprise. However, 
again, whilst these findings show a predominance of less hierarchical models, they do reflect the UN’s 
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core group and criminal network models and do not necessitate the inclusion of additional models in 
this study. 
 
The position of drug couriers in the drug distribution chain is an area that lacks an extensive body of 
research in the literature. Early research on drug couriers focused on profiling and identifying which 
characteristics were common in airport drug courier profiles (Janikowski and Giacopassi 1993; Robin 
1993). More recently, research on drug couriers has moved to discussing couriers in the context of 
legal culpability and how drug couriers are selected based on gender, ethnicity or whether a particular 
country had a well-known, established database on drug courier profiles (Hellman 2009; Joseph 2006; 
Desroches 2005). For example, Joseph (2006) argues that women are usually recruited by OCGs to 
take drugs into foreign countries in exchange for payment. It is likely that such individuals lack 
intimate knowledge of the groups or operations in which they participate. There is extensive evidence 
that suggests couriers are expendable and at arm’s length from senior operators (Thompson 2008; 
Keeble and Hollington 2008; Hall 2004). Thus, it can be concluded that couriers operate outside of 
the network. 
 
The role of ethnicity in drug networks 
An overarching issue of contention in the literature on drug trafficking groups is the extent to which 
“ethnicity” is significant in determining membership and the level of interaction between different 
drug traffickers and trafficking groups. Some studies suggest that the increasing number of multi-
ethnic partnerships in organised crime means that ethnicity and mono-ethnic networks are on the 
decline (Ruggiero and Khan 2006; CMC 2004; Pearson and Hobbs 2001).  
 
There has been a tendency to identify ethnicity with particular OCGs (e.g. Chinese triads, Japanese 
Yakuza or Italian mafia) or particular types of organised crime activities (e.g. Vietnamese gangs and 
drug trafficking) (Soudijn and Kleemans 2009). This conception is problematic because, although 
membership in a particular OCG may be determined on the basis of ethnicity, this does not exclude 
the possibility that such members will associate with individuals and groups from other ethnic 
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backgrounds (Soudijn and Kleemans 2009). Furthermore, certain ethnic groups heavily involved in 
one type of crime does not preclude their involvement in other crimes (Soudijn and Kleemans 2009). 
Some authors argue that “there is no such thing as a neat mosaic of ethnically distinct crime groups” 
(Bovenkerk et al. 2003). Therefore, whilst there are some OCGs who have strong ethnic identities, 
there is always the possibility that they will interact with groups from other ethnic backgrounds. This 
interaction is also more likely in network style organisations where it would be very difficult to 
determine the boundaries of the network.  
 
Morselli (2005) suggests that ethnic homogeneity in criminal networks is more likely an indication of 
an ethnically concentrated “social basin”. Rather than ethnic homogeneity being a precondition for 
criminal networks to develop, criminals may choose to work with individuals from the same ethnic 
group because the members of this group are concentrated within a particular locale. Conversely, 
ethnic and kinship ties remain a precondition for membership in the Sicilian Cosa Nostra and 
Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta groups (Paoli 2004). New members must be men born in either Sicily or 
Calabria or descending from mafia families (Paoli 2004). This reliance upon ethnic identity has 
impacted upon the geographical expansion of the Cosa Nostra and ‘Ndrangheta groups and also 
limited their ability to be competitive in a variety of illicit markets (Paoli 2004). Thus, an individual’s 
ethnic background remains significant insofar as it may provide some explanation for their 
membership in certain OCGs or their involvement in particular organised crime activities. However, 
there must be some caution exercised in adopting “ethnic” explanations of organised crime because of 
the generalisations and assumptions about certain ethnic crime groups which often accompany these 
explanations. 
Drug trafficking in Australia  
Government and police annual reports clearly establish the operation of OCGs in the illicit drug 
market in Australia and Queensland (AFP 2008). The Australian Institute of Criminology (AIC) 
(2004) states that organised crime in Australia is now characterised by loosely structured groups 
involved in a number of illicit enterprises (but did not provide evidence to support this statement). The 
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International Narcotics Control Strategy Report 2009 (INCSR) states that there is no evidence to 
suggest that Australia is a target for South-East Asian drug traffickers (BINLEA 2009). This 
conclusion is inconsistent with findings from previous INCSR reports (2005 to 2007) that found 
Australia was an ongoing target for South-East Asian drug traffickers. Also, the Australian Federal 
Police’s Joint Asian Crime Group (JACG) target South-East Asian organised crime activity with a 
particular focus on investigating international and interstate drug trafficking. From 1994 to 1998, 38-
54% of police arrests for heroin dealing involved Vietnamese-born offenders (Beyer et al. 2001). 
Therefore, the illicit drug trade operated by Asian offenders remains a high priority for law 
enforcement agencies.  
 
During the 1990s, Sydney was considered the “hub” of drug distribution with a number of organised 
crime syndicates operating out of Kings Cross (the city’s red light district) and Cabramatta (a suburb 
popular with South East Asian migrants), and that gang involvement was evident at all levels of the 
drug market from “runners” to high level suppliers who are linked to organised crime syndicates 
(Degenhardt et al. 2005; Dixon and Maher 2002). CMC research indicated that heroin supplies in 
Queensland were generally sourced from Sydney and transported to Brisbane, the Gold coast and 
other locations (CMC 2004). It concludes that the dominance of South-East Asian OCGs in 
Queensland’s heroin market is the result of their connections with high level drug suppliers and 
importers in Sydney (CMC 2004).  
 
Degenhardt et al (2005) concluded that the changes in the heroin market (reduced supply) led to the 
development of smaller, covert markets across Sydney with more mobile methods of dealing, an 
increase in the number of locations from which heroin was sold and a reduction in the number of 
lower-level heroin dealers. Furthermore, the reduction in heroin supply led to increased involvement 
in other drug trafficking networks and from 2001, South-East Asian crime groups were collaborating 
with cocaine cartels in cocaine importation and distribution (Degenhardt et al. 2005).  
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There is significant overlap between the characteristics of the UN models and drug trafficking models. 
Patterns in the organisational structure of organised crime and drug trafficking models suggest that the 
majority of these models are presented as either highly structured or loosely structured configurations. 
The common characteristics across the drug trafficking models include having loosely structured, 
flexible networks and members possessing particular skills and/or contacts (Chin and Zhang 2008; 
Decker and Chapman 2008; Abele 2004; Mackenzie 2002). These characteristics may be closely 
aligned with the characteristics of a criminal network or core group under the UN models. Therefore, 
it may be possible to hypothesise that South-East Asian drug trafficking groups in Queensland will 
also operate within a criminal network or core group, if the characteristics of those models are 
reflected across a range of studies on drug trafficking groups. However, the UN models do specify 
other characteristics under core groups and criminal networks, such as having a low public profile, a 
group name or a strong social/ethnic identity. The existence of these characteristics is not essential 
under drug trafficking models.  
 
Retail or street dealers are unlikely to operate within any organisational structure because 
organisational structures are found predominantly in middle and high level drug trafficking. 
Therefore, street dealers participating in the Queensland drug market may have little organisational 
structure. Wholesale distributors are likely to fall into the “middle market” however, there is a lack of 
research which focuses specifically on the role of wholesale distributors in the drug chain. Therefore, 
it is likely that wholesale distributors will not consistently fit a particular organised crime or drug 
trafficking model.   
Three hypotheses can be derived from the literature: 
1) South-East Asian drug trafficking groups in Queensland will operate within a criminal network 
or core group; 
2) Wholesale drug distributors in Queensland will not consistently fit under any particular UN 
organised crime model; and  
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3) Street dealers will have no organisational structure.  
 
Methodology 
This study conducted content and thematic analysis of twenty criminal court cases from Queensland’s 
Supreme Court and the Court of Appeal. These cases involved a drug trafficking, drug supply or drug 
importation offence and an offender or co-offenders of South-East Asian background. After selecting 
the relevant cases, the characteristics of the UN organised crime models were conceptualised and 
categorised to enable latent coding of the data.  
 
Purposive sampling was used to “hand pick” cases that fit specific criteria (Champion 2006). The 
main criteria used to select cases included: 1) a drug trafficking offence (supply or importation) and, 
2) whether the offender/s was of South-East Asian background. Transcripts of the cases were obtained 
from the Queensland State Reporting Bureau (SRB). The SRB processes limited the availability of 
cases as they only prepare a transcript for the public if one of the parties has previously requested a 
hardcopy transcript of the matter. In addition, the cost of photocopying is prohibitive and the 
researcher was only allowed to read the file copies of the transcripts at the SRB counter. SRB also 
would not guarantee that individual transcripts would be available as parts of, or entire, transcripts 
may have been lost. As a result, some cases were discarded in the process because insufficient 
material was available.  
 
The cases were identified via search engines on the Queensland Courts website,1 using keywords such 
as “drug trafficking”, “drug supply” and “drug importation” which are similar to the terminology 
adopted in the relevant sections of the Drugs Misuse Act 1986 (Qld) and the Customs Act 1901 (Cth). 
The search was refined by identifying “catchwords” that are located at the beginning of each 
judgment, such as, “Criminal law – Drug offences – Trafficking”. Conducting keyword searches 
using terms such as drug trafficking or drug supply will certainly produce a large volume of cases, 
including those cases not involving South-East Asian offenders. However, the study aimed to select 
                                                            
1 www.courts.qld.gov.au. 
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cases that involved a South-East Asian offender as the primary offender, rather than those cases in 
which a South-East Asian offender was merely an associate of other non-South East Asian offenders.  
 
The initial search under “drug trafficking” yielded 362 results. These results were culled of all matters 
not involving case names with South-East Asian offenders; each case name includes the defendant’s 
surname, for example, R v Nguyen. In this study “South-East Asia” refers to mainland Asia and the 
islands or archipelagos to the east and south-east. Chinese names were included in the sample to 
incorporate the large, distinct Chinese populations in various South-East Asian countries such as 
Vietnam, Indonesia and Malaysia.  
 
There was no search mechanism which distinguished cases on ethnic or racial grounds, however, one 
of the authors is of Vietnamese background and, therefore, was able to identify conventional 
surnames of South-East Asian origin when searching for relevant cases. Each search result was 
perused to isolate the cases involving South-East Asian offenders. The researcher corroborated 
ethnicity by cross-checking with information provided about the offender’s background in the 
sentencing remarks. Some cases involving South-East Asian offenders were excluded because the 
catch-words revealed that the case involved drug-related offences, for example, being under the 
influence of drugs and committing a crime, rather than the specific offence of drug trafficking. 
 
More cases were identified during reading of the transcripts as both the Prosecution and Defence 
usually referred to similar cases to the current case under trial. This method provided an additional 
four cases for the sample. The study did not aim to provide a sampling method which allowed it to 
generalise conclusions about South-East Asian drug trafficking into universal theories of OCGs. 
Rather, this study will confirm whether theories of organised crime structure differ from the data set. 
 
The sampling method did not distinguish between different quantities of drugs nor did the sampling 
method include the need for a specific quantity of drugs trafficked to be present in the case. Under 
Schedule 3 of the Drugs Misuse Regulation 1987 (Qld), the trafficable quantity of drugs such as 
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heroin, cocaine and amphetamine is 2 grams. It was expected that all the cases in the sample would 
exceed this threshold amount and therefore, drug quantity was a not a criterion used to select cases. 
 
From an initial search yielding 362 results, the final sample comprised of 20 cases heard between 
1992 and 2006. The sample is complete for this time period. The final sample consists of 11 cases 
involving a drug trafficking offence in which 9 of those cases involve other drug related offences such 
as possession or the supply of dangerous drugs. One case was solely on the offence of possessing 
dangerous drugs, 3 cases on supplying drugs and the remaining 5 cases involved importation offences.  
 
Data analysis  
The data analysis was conducted in three stages. Content analysis was conducted to determine 
whether a case satisfied the elements of organised crime as per the UN definition. If there was no 
evidence to suggest the presence of organised crime, the case did not proceed to the next stage of 
analysis. However, these discarded cases remain significant in reaching an overall conclusion on the 
nature of South-East Asian organised crime in Queensland. Second, the UN typology of organised 
crime was applied to each case via latent coding. Third, a grounded approach was adopted to conduct 
a thematic analysis of the data. This process involves identifying and categorising key elements of an 
organisational structure (if any) that may be present in the cases. A grounded approach may facilitate 
the discovery of themes and concepts which are unique to drug trafficking operations in Australia.  
At first glance, the characteristics of the models seemed ideal for manifest coding i.e. counting the 
number of times a term, phrase or action appears in the text (Neuman 2006). However, this method 
was rejected because it was highly unlikely that the UN’s terminology, such as “core group” or 
“decentralisation of power”, would be used by judges or counsel in the cases. Latent coding was more 
practical as it allowed for uncovering implicit meaning within the content of a text (Neuman 2006).  
Sensitising concepts utilised in the thematic analysis include relationships, networks, individual roles 
and organisational structure (Patton 2002). The next stage in thematic analysis involved “open 
coding” (Noaks and Wincup 2004).  
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The traditional concepts of validity and reliability in quantitative research are expressed in different 
terms when assessing the “rigour” of qualitative studies. Lincoln (1995) proposed four criteria for 
evaluating qualitative research namely, credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 
Credibility is achieved through “structural corroboration”, which refers to the process of seeking 
clarification from the participants in relation to the findings or through data triangulation (Noaks and 
Wincup 2004; Rudestam and Newton 2001). Arguably, this study should be relying on data 
triangulation to confirm the accuracy of information in the court judgments. However, the process of 
data triangulation is already undertaken by police investigators in gathering evidence before a trial. 
The evidence presented in a trial and ultimately, recorded in a court judgment, is the culmination of 
police investigation efforts. Such methods may include conducting interviews with offenders and 
other related parties, deciphering wire taps or examining field notes from other police investigators. 
Triangulation is also apparent through the assessment of evidence from the police, to the adversarial 
court process and finally, to the judge or jury.  
 
Morselli (2009) argues that guilty verdicts in court cases are the most accurate information available 
within the criminal justice system: 
The most accurate information that may be compiled from criminal justice data is that 
confirmed by a guilty verdict. Such precision decreases as we extend from the final court 
verdict and move toward data based on accusations, arrests and targeting during an 
investigation. 
 
Transferability refers to the generalisability of the findings and whether the study can be “transferred” 
to other settings (Trochim 2006; Rudestam and Newton 2001). By using a sample limited to a small 
number of South-East Asian offenders, this study’s findings cannot be generalised on a macro level to 
drug traffickers or OCGs as a whole. Thus, a key limitation of this study is the sample size. However, 
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the findings may potentially be generalised to other mono-ethnic Asian drug traffickers or drug 
distribution networks overseas.  
 
Dependability is achieved through replication of a study under similar circumstances (Rudestam and 
Newton 2001). This study can be replicated using different Asian drug populations or ethnic groups in 
other countries or simply all court cases of another organised crime activity e.g. extortion. However, 
the key issue pertaining to dependability is the various interpretations of what is defined as “South-
East Asian” offenders. The researcher relied on her own knowledge of conventional South-East Asian 
names derived from her membership in the South-East Asian community in Queensland. Therefore, 
the researcher’s interpretation of “South-East Asian” is another limitation of the study as this 
interpretation may differ from other researchers who may attempt to conduct a similar study.   
 
Confirmability refers to the extent in which findings can be “confirmed or corroborated” by other 
researchers (Trochim 2006). The authors aimed for consistency in coding data to ensure themes and 
concepts are easily interpreted (Trochim 2006). Confirmability is achieved through the process of 
content analysis and thematic analysis which can be repeated on the same data set by other 
researchers.  
 
Results 
The cases are divided between importers, wholesale distributors and street dealers. The final sample 
included 5 cases involving importation, 12 cases involving wholesale distribution and 3 cases 
involving street dealing. The cases have not been categorised according to drug trafficking, supply or 
possession because this form of categorisation would not be able to distinguish between low, middle 
and high-level drug distribution.  
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Importers 
Table 2 outlines five cases involving importation with defendants from four nationalities bringing in 
mostly heroin from South East Asia. The only exception, Tsay, was moving imported ecstasy and 
meth within Australia, but appears to have sourced these drugs from South East Asian connections. 
 
Wholesale distributers  
There is a different profile for wholesale distributors. Of the thirteen cases listed in Table 3, only one 
has a non-Vietnamese defendant. Again, the Vietnamese are dealing in heroin and the Chinese case 
involves artificial drugs like LSD and methylamphetamines. R v Nguyen (2) has evidence of non 
mono-ethnic dealings.  
 
Street dealers  
Table 4 contains three cases of street dealers. All the defendants are Vietnamese and were selling 
heroin.  
 
Discussion 
The process of analysis was conducted in two stages. The first stage established the presence of 
organised crime within each case. Organised crime was deemed to exist if the case satisfied the 
elements of the UN definition. All the cases involve either a drug trafficking, importation or supply 
offence or a combination of these offences. Therefore, the “serious crime” element of the definition is 
satisfied for all cases and requires no further discussion. Thus, the cases need to involve: 
a) 3 or more individuals; 
b) Ongoing activity; 
c) Acting in concert; and 
d) Financial or material benefit.  
 
Cases that failed to satisfy all the elements of the definition did not undergo the second stage of 
analysis. However, these cases remained significant in reaching a final conclusion on the nature of 
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South-East Asian drug trafficking in Queensland, namely, to the extent that much crime does not 
involve OCGs. The second stage identified any characteristics which belong to a UN organised crime 
model. The significance of latent coding is apparent in this part of the analysis as various 
characteristics of the UN organised crime models were inferred from a close reading of the evidence 
and the judge’s sentencing remarks. 
 
Cases not involving OCGs 
Most of these cases failed the criteria of not having three or more participants. There were four cases 
(Le (2), Truong (2), Dang and Duong) involving addicts selling drugs to maintain their habit, thus 
there were less than three perpetrators in each of these cases and no substantial profit. Three of the 
other cases (Giang, Le & Le and Nguyen (1)) involved less than three perpetrators operating as retail 
or wholesale distributors. Finally, there were two cases (Hoong and Truong (1)) in which the 
defendants were couriers carrying out a one off smuggling trip. In each of these cases it is possible to 
imply the existence of an OCG either supplying the drugs to the defendants or, in the case of the 
couriers, organising and managing the smuggling operation. However, there was no evidence 
provided in the transcripts of the nature or structure of such groups, nor was there any evidence that 
the defendants were part of a subgroup of a larger OCG. In addition, the fact that distributors carried 
out wholesale sales to a number of customers who would then sell the drugs retail, is not an indicator 
that the distributors and retailers formed a larger organised group.  
 
Cases of organised crime  
There were eleven cases that met the UN definition of OCG all of which were either importers or 
distributors. Four of these cases involved importers of which two were core groups, one was a 
criminal network and the fourth an undefined hierarchy. It became clear that, while it was possible to 
establish the existence of a hierarchy, it was difficult to differentiate between the three different types. 
It is not possible to know from the transcript whether the hierarchy described therein is the full extent 
of the network or simply a subgroup of a larger whole. Thus, an apparent standard hierarchy could 
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simply be a franchise of a regional or clustered hierarchy. Consequently, this study will limit its 
conclusions to the identification of an undefined hierarchy.  
 
Six cases of distributors involved organised crime of which three were hierarchies (Le, Nguyen and 
Trinh), one a network (Nguyen (1)) and the other three did not have sufficient evidence to 
conclusively draw a conclusion as to their structure. In Chan, Do and Tran it was clear that the 
defendants had associates in their operations but no evidence was provided as to the nature of their 
relationships with said associates or the defendants’ positions within the network. Conversely, in Le & 
Ors there was evidence of a structure of ranks within the organisation and clearly defined roles for 
individuals.  
 
South-East Asian organised drug crime  
The cases suggest that large-scale importation ventures are conducted by criminal networks and core 
groups. In Chai & Lim, the core group comprised of a Thai and an Australian contact (or potentially 
more members) surrounded by a looser network including the defendant and his wife, while in Van, 
the defendant and his Cambodian contact were members of a core group. Operations of the networks 
were defined by activities of key individuals. A number of the defendants had extensive resources and 
personnel available to them or were recruited on the basis that they possessed particular skills or 
contacts that would benefit the operation. Criminal actors are recruited to fulfil specific roles in the 
drug distribution chain or lend their expertise and skills to the operation (Edwards and Gill 2002). 
These cases provide support for Morselli’s distinction between action and complimentary segments of 
drug trafficking. Surprisingly, there was no evidence of delinquent professionals such as accountants 
or lawyers being recruited in these cases (Morselli 2009; Broadhurst in PJCACC 2007).  
 
Individuals were recruited on the basis of their resources, contacts and skills, for example, in Le, Tee 
used his seafood business’ name to claim ownership of the shipping container used to store the drugs 
and was also responsible for contacting the defendant to collect the drugs. The use of individuals with 
particular drug preparation skills is also apparent in some cases: Chai & Lim involved sophisticated 
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methods of preparing drugs for ingestion; and in Le the drugs were moulded into cubes and manually 
inserted into individual frozen fish. The defendants operated in ethnically homogenous networks 
which were based on loyalties and ties with specific individuals. They collaborated mainly with 
family, friends or individuals who they had known over a period of time. A key finding in the 
literature was that networks based on kinship, family ties or a strong degree of mutual trust better 
insulate trafficking operations from penetration by law enforcement agencies (Edwards and Levi 
2008; Bruinsma and Bernasco 2004; Williams and Godson 2002; Pearson and Hobbs 2001; Morselli 
2001). However, others have suggested that mono-ethnic networks are on the decline with changing 
demands in the drug market and the growth of multi-ethnic partnerships (Ruggiero and Khan 2006; 
Pearson and Hobbs 2001). Working outside of one’s ethnic group is evident in a number of the 
wholesale distributor cases.  
 
Importers were found to operate primarily within a criminal network or core group structure. A 
number of key features were identified across the importation cases. First, a number of the defendants 
had extensive resources and personnel available to them or were recruited because they possessed 
particular skills or contacts that would benefit the operation. Second, the majority of defendants 
operated within mono-ethnic networks and this is uncommon for members of a core group. Third, it 
can be assumed that these groups had a low public profile and that networks would reform after the 
exit (or arrest) of key individuals.   
 
The wholesale distribution cases did not fit consistently into any UN model. Four cases were 
discarded because they failed to satisfy the elements of organised crime.  Three cases involving 
wholesale distribution lacked sufficient evidence to categorise them under the UN models. Of the 
remainder three cases involved a hierarchical structure, one a criminal network and one case (R v 
Truong) involved a courier. The predominance of hierarchies belies the theories that drug operations 
prefer loose networks like core groups or criminal networks.   
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A number of scholars argue that whilst hierarchical models can be identified in criminal activity, the 
presence of these structures is unnecessary (Morselli 2009; Pearson and Hobbs 2001; Reuter and 
Haaga 1989). Flexibility characterises partnerships and loose networks (Morselli 2009; Abele 2004; 
Mackenzie 2002). It is perhaps easier to conceptualise the groups in these cases as partnerships or a 
small number of individuals working with other groups of individuals (Pearson and Hobbs 2001). Six 
of the twelve cases involved partnerships alone or joint ventures between partnerships and another 
small group of individuals, which is more characteristic of partnerships or small groups that had the 
potential to change, separate or merge with other groups over time. This structural arrangement 
creates opportunities for those in the “middle market” to work outside of mono-ethnic networks.  
 
Most of the cases across importation, wholesale distribution and street dealing involved mono-ethnic 
networks, the exceptions being Nguyen (1) and Nguyen (2). It can be concluded that in Queensland, at 
least, in contrast to other jurisdictions, mono-ethnic networks have not yet declined in importance.   
 
The street dealers had no organisational structure which is in line with previous research that an 
organisational structure is unlikely to be found in low level drug dealing (Browne et al. 2003). Street 
dealers or any low level dealer usually lack knowledge about the structure of networks above them in 
the supply chain (Pearson and Hobbs 2001).  Furthermore, these cases involved defendants who were 
dealing to feed their addictions as opposed to dealing on a commercial scale. 
 
The two courier cases, R v Hoong and R v Truong demonstrate that couriers are an expendable 
commodity in the drug distribution chain. Couriers are usually hired out of convenience (Hoong) or 
because the courier had particular characteristics that would minimise the risks involved in 
transportation, such as in Truong, where the courier was female and of previous good character. This 
finding is supported by Joseph’s finding that women are commonly targeted by OCGs to carry drugs 
into a particular country or in this case, interstate, and are therefore, generally minor links in the drug 
distribution chain (Joseph 2006). In both cases, the couriers had no knowledge of the smuggling 
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operation or the structure of any organised crime group. Thus the UN models have limited application 
in courier cases.  
 
The first hypothesis is supported by evidence of importers operating within a criminal network or core 
group. This is evidenced by the recruitment of individuals with particular skills, resources and 
contacts, the importance placed on loyalties and ties and the connections that some defendants 
maintained with international suppliers and crime groups.  
 
The second hypothesis was supported by the evidence as there is significant variation in the manner in 
which wholesale distributors choose to operate; meaning that they did not fit consistently under any 
particular UN model. The wholesale distribution cases involved hierarchies or groups of unknown 
structure, which could potentially be loose networks. However, it was better to conceptualise the 
wholesale distributors in terms of partnerships and small groups of individuals. Finally, the street 
dealers generally worked on an individual basis with no organisational structure. The networks 
involved are largely mono-ethnic with some indication in the wholesale cases that this arrangement 
may be shifting towards multi-ethnic networks. There was also evidence of family enterprises and 
networks based on kinship and loyalties however, this was not a prominent feature across the cases.    
 
The final hypothesis is supported because street dealers did not operate within an organisational 
structure. Therefore, the UN models had no application in these cases. These dealers appear to be self-
governed and usually operate on an individual basis or in concert with another person. Furthermore, 
the defendants dealt primarily to support their addiction as opposed to dealing on a commercial scale. 
It is unlikely that dealers who engage in selling drugs to feed their addictions would operate within 
any organisational structure.  
 
Conclusion 
This study adopted the UN definitions of organised crime and drug trafficking to examine twenty 
cases of drug offences by South East Asian defendants in the Queensland Supreme Court. Existing 
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Australian and international drug trafficking models predict that drug trafficking groups operated 
within a loosely organised, flexible structure and are easily adaptable to changes in the market and to 
law enforcement efforts.  
 
The study rejected those cases which did satisfy the elements of organised crime as per the UN 
definition. The UN typology of organised crime was then applied to the factual evidence presented in 
the cases to identify and categorise key elements of an organisational structure (if any) that may be 
present in the cases.  
 
The results of the study were categorised under importation, wholesale distribution and street dealing. 
The study found that importers operated within a criminal network or core group structure. The cases 
provided clear evidence of individuals being recruited on the basis of their skills, contacts and 
resources and the importance placed on loyalties and ties between particular individuals and groups. 
Wholesale distributors did not reflect a consistent organisational model and in the majority of cases, 
there was insufficient information to determine which model applied. The street dealers were self-
governing as they had no organisational structure and usually acted alone or with one other individual. 
Most of these cases involved street dealers who engaged in dealing to support an addiction rather than 
commercial dealing.  
 
The usefulness of the UN models was most apparent in the importation cases than the wholesale 
distribution or street dealing cases. It appears the UN models could only be applied to high level drug 
distribution such as large-scale importation ventures. The elements under the UN models are 
relatively specific and therefore, require large amounts of information to satisfy all the elements. All 
the cases lacked the depth of information required to satisfy every element under a model. 
Furthermore, there were some cases that showed evidence of a particular model, such as a hierarchy, 
but could not be categorised as any of the hierarchical models under the UN typology. Therefore, the 
UN models appeared most useful when examining high level drug distribution where it was likely that 
more information was available for those types of cases in comparison to the wholesale distributor or 
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street dealer cases. Overall, the nature of South-East Asian drug trafficking in Queensland can be 
described as loosely organised, adaptable networks characterised by partnerships or small groups of 
individuals working alone or in conjunction with other groups. The UN models have limited 
application if attempting to categorise all levels of a drug distribution chain.  
 
Three hypotheses were derived from the literature: 
1) South-East Asian drug trafficking groups in Queensland will operate within a criminal network 
or core group; 
2) Wholesale drug distributors in Queensland will not consistently fit under any particular UN 
organised crime model; and  
3) Street dealers will have no organisational structure.  
 
The first hypothesis was supported as offenders who were traffickers in this data set did operate 
within an organised crime framework specifically, in a criminal network or core group. It has been 
shown that couriers were hired by traffickers who were members of an organised crime network. The 
second hypothesis was also supported as there was significant variation in the manner in which 
wholesale distributors choose to operate. The final hypothesis was also supported as street dealers did 
not operate within an organisational structure.  
 
Future areas of research may include a replica of this study undertaken in New South Wales or 
Victoria, given that large scale drug trafficking and importation operations are predominant in those 
two states. In effect, examining the utility of the UN models using cases from those states may 
provide more accurate findings because the sample size is likely to increase and therefore, a greater 
volume of information should be available. Another potential area of study is the middle market or the 
wholesale distributors and suppliers. Cases involving wholesalers and suppliers were the most 
difficult to categorise under a specific model because of significant variation between their modes of 
operation. The findings suggest that perhaps new models need to be developed to cater for this unique 
category of drug offenders.     
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Organised crime models were originally introduced to provide some understanding of the diversity of 
organised crime activity. This study has shown that models are useful for particular types of organised 
crime primarily, at the high end of organised crime activity. However, models appear to lack utility at 
the local level and this is demonstrated in the difficulties encountered when categorising wholesale 
distributors and street dealers. Furthermore, the characteristics under the UN models were too 
specific, meaning a vast body of information would be required to effectively categorise a group 
under a particular model. The need for intimate knowledge on the activities and structure of OCGs 
presents a major obstacle to law enforcement agencies because given the nature of organised crime, 
such information would be immensely difficult to obtain through traditional methods of policing.  
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Table 1: UNODC Models of Organised Crime 
 
 
  
 Standard 
Hierarchy 
Regional 
Hierarchy 
 
Clustered 
Hierarchy 
Core Group Criminal 
Network 
Structure  Defined 
Hierarchy 
Decentralisation 
of power 
Numerous 
criminal groups 
Core group 
surrounded by 
loose network 
Defined by 
activities of 
key 
individuals 
 
Network 
connections 
 
Leadership Single 
leader 
Single Leader Degree of 
autonomy for 
constituent groups 
 
  
Violence Violence 
essential to 
activities 
Violence 
essential to 
activities 
 
   
Membership  Strong 
social/ethnic 
identity 
Strong 
social/ethnic 
identity 
Cluster has 
stronger identity 
than constituent 
groups 
 
Formation linked 
to historical/social 
context 
Limited number 
of individuals 
 
Usually no 
social/ ethnic 
identity 
Importance 
placed on 
contacts 
and skills 
 
Importance 
placed on 
loyalty and 
ties 
 
Network 
reforms 
after exit of 
key 
individuals 
 
Geography Defined 
territory 
Geographic 
distribution 
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Table 2: Importation results matrix 
Case Ethnicity Route Type of drug & 
quantity 
Relationship 
R  v Chai & 
Lim 
Malaysian Bangkok to Brisbane Heroin  
850g 
 
Husband & wife 
R v Hoong Singaporean Singapore to Brisbane Heroin  
3.47kg 
One-off courier 
recruited by an 
acquaintance 
 
R v Le (1) Vietnamese Cambodia to 
Singapore to Perth 
Heroin 
2.5kg 
 
Friends 
R v Tsay Chinese  Gladstone to Brisbane Ecstasy & 
methylamphetamines 
417kg 
Individuals/crime 
groups in Hong 
Kong, Malaysia & 
Indonesia 
 
R v Van Vietnamese Cambodia to Brisbane Heroin  
36.5g 
Friends & family 
members 
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Table 3: Wholesale distribution results matrix 
Case Ethnicity Type of drug & 
quantity 
Associates 
R v Chan Chinese 500 LSD tablets 
500 bdma tablets 
434g methyl-
amphetamine 
“My boys” – 
connections in 
Brisbane, Sydney and 
Gold Coast 
 
R v Do Vietnamese 91g heroin Co-accused Nguyen & 
“runners” 
 
R v Giang  Vietnamese 6g heroin Unknown 
 
R v Le & Ors Vietnamese 11g to 28g or  
350g to 750g blocks of 
heroin 
Seven co-accused and 
other unidentified 
males 
 
R v Le (2) Vietnamese  Unknown De-facto partner 
 
R v Le & Le Vietnamese 18g heroin Son  
 
R v Nguyen (1) Vietnamese Various quantities – 
retail and wholesale 
De-facto partner and 
Don (supplier) 
 
R v Nguyen (2) Vietnamese 25g to 50g heroin 
767.82g uncut powder 
Morgan, Maslen and 
Phuong 
 
R v Tran Vietnamese 24.736g heroin Unknown number 
 
R v Trinh Vietnamese 221g heroin Wife, daughter & 
various suppliers 
 
R v Truong (1) Vietnamese 135.14g heroin None 
 
R v Truong (2) Vietnamese  1.5g to 30g heroin De-facto partner 
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Table 4: Street dealing results matrix  
Case Ethnicity Type of drug & 
quantity 
Associates 
R v Dang Vietnamese 10.89g heroin None 
 
R v Duong Vietnamese 3.54g heroin None 
 
R v Mai Vietnamese 35.584g heroin De-facto partner & 
another co-accused 
 
 
 
